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House of Burgess: Take a look at yourself 
first 


Gawker raises $200,000 to buy controversial video. 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


When we eschew our own values in pursuit of scoundrels, we degrade 
ourselves. This fact was brought into stunning relief due to the response to 
a developing scandal in Canada’s largest city. It all began last month when 


a report was released regarding the head of Toronto’s government. 


“A cellphone video that appears to show Mayor Rob Ford smoking crack 


cocaine is being shopped around Toronto by a group of Somali men involved 


in the drug trade,” reported Robyn Doolittle and Kevin Donovan of the 
Toronto Star on May 16. “Two Toronto Star reporters have viewed the video 
three times. It appears to show Ford in a room, sitting in a chair, wearing a 
white shirt, top buttons open, inhaling from what appears to be a glass 
crack pipe. Ford is incoherent, trading jibes with an off-camera speaker who 
goads the clearly impaired mayor by raising topics including Liberal Leader 


Justin Trudeau and the Don Bosco high school football team Ford coaches.” 


Ford has since vehemently denied the allegations. The film has yet to see 
the light of public scrutiny as of this writing, so the final verdict on Ford’s 
political future is still in question. (This despite the fact Ontario’s Premier 
Kathleen Wynne threatened Thursday to take action should the situation 
further disrupt business.) Gawker Editor-in-Chief John Cook also released 
details of the video on the same day as the Toronto Star. I say details and 
not the video itself, because the owners of the explosive clip have demanded 
a six-figure sum for its purchase. While the Toronto Star refused, rightly, to 


pay for its stories, Gawker held no such compunctions. 


“The tipster wants this video out,” Cook wrote May 16. “Rob Ford needs to 
be held to account. The owner just wants money — preferably enough to get 
out of town after this blows up, since he doesn’t think it will be safe for him. 
The tipster and I both fear that the owner will try to sell the video back to 


Ford. That would be a shame.” 


And with that, Gawker launched what was to be thereafter known as the 
Crackstarter campaign. Using the Kickstarter crowdfunding format that has 
helped finance less controversial artistic pursuits, the campaign’s goal of 
raising $200,000 through anonymous donations was reached just a few days 


later. Alas, it seemed to be all in vain. 


“The last time we established contact with the people who are in possession 
of the video was [May 19], and we have not been able to reach them since,” 
wrote Cook May 23. “If we ... fail to consummate this transaction, we will — 
as we promised at the outset — donate the proceeds to a Canadian 


nonprofit that addresses substance abuse issues.” 


This is not the first time, nor will it be the last, sources have asked for 
payment for juicy details. In 2007, William Calley, the U.S. Army officer 
found guilty in the 1968 My Lai massacre, told a reporter for the Daily Mail 
to meet him “in the lobby of the nearest bank at opening time tomorrow, 
and give me a certified check for $25,000, then I’ll talk to you for precisely 


one hour.” 


“When we showed up at the appointed hour, armed not with a check but a 
list of pertinent questions, Calley scuttled away from the line of fire,” the 


Daily Mail reported. 


What I find most objectionable about this scenario is not Ford’s behavior. In 
the past, Rob Ford has presented himself as an obnoxious, racist blowhard. 
This is not news to anyone who has followed his career. What should be 
most strongly debased is Gawker’s Crackstarter campaign. If Web 
“journalists” like Cook insist on being mentioned in the same breath with 
“old” media, they had better hold themselves to higher standards than this. 
There is a reason real journalists like me and my coworkers, and the 


employees of the Toronto Star for that matter, don’t do this. 


With morals like Gawker’s, who needs crack-smoking mayors to wag a 


finger at? 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454- 
8577, via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


